Changes in atrial biopsies in chronic rheumatic heart disease. I: Cellulo-vascular and mesenchymal reaction.
The cellular, vascular and connective tissue changes were studied in 32 atrial biopsy specimens from patients with chronic rheumatic heart disease (RHD). 15 of these 32 specimens showed some inflammatory reaction, 7 with small mononuclear cells only and 8 with macrophage reaction amidst increased but necrotic collagen, especially in the subepicardial and subendocardial regions. Most cellulonecrotic foci were histologically consistent with a stage of Aschoff nodule. Acid phosphatase activity in frozen sections was seen in the cytoplasm of the macrophages. Fine structural examination showed membrane-bound vacuoles and lipofuscin bodies rather than ingested material in the macrophages. By light and electronmicroscopy, these macrophages were not different from those encountered in other granulomatous or necrotic conditions. There was moderate proliferation of blood vessels, with prominence of endothelial cells and pinocytotic vesicles, or fibrosis of media, or proliferation of basal laminae. The presence of Aschoff nodules in the right atrium, the least affected chamber in RHD, suggests a diffuse and smouldering pathology on the basis of a persistent subclinical cell-mediated immune (CMI) reaction.